Scientific research often fails to have relevance and impact because scientists do not engage policy makers and influencers in the process of identifying information needs and generating high priority questions. To address this scholarship-policy gap, we have developed a model of Strategic Science.
| I N T R O D U C T I O N
Evidence-based policymaking is an aspiration that cuts across health and social issues, yet scientific research informs policy-making too infrequently. There are several reasons for this. First, most researchers are not trained to influence policy. Second, engagement with policymakers is not encouraged or rewarded in most academic settings.
Third, the communication of science stays largely within science. There are exceptions, but little is done to link scholarship to policy in systematic ways (Brownell & Roberto, 2016) . There are times when researchers are able to intuit policy-relevant research questions, but often research fails to have relevance and impact because scientists do not engage change agents in the process of identifying information needs and generating the highest priority questions. And when scientists do connect with change agents who make or influence policy, they often share their research, but miss the opportunity to receive input from change agents to help shape the research agenda.
To address this scholarship-policy gap in our own research on food policy and obesity, we have developed a model of Strategic Science (Brownell & Roberto, 2016) . This research approach is designed to create tighter links between research and policy and ensure that findings are communicated efficiently to those change agents best positioned to apply the research to policy debates. Strategic Science involves working with change agents to craft research questions that will answer important and timely policy-related questions. We describe how this approach can help advance policy research and action for eating disorders. 
|
Step four: Communicate information to strengthen the policy bridge Engaging in Strategic Science means being committed to communicating the work beyond traditional academic channels. Publishing in peerreviewed journals is critical to ensure that the research meets scientifically rigorous standards, but this does not make research accessible to change agents. Sending a research paper to a policymaker may not be helpful without an accompanying policy brief that succinctly and clearly explains the relevance of the evidence to specific policy questions. This step is part of a feedback loop. Once the initial relationships are formed in step one, it becomes easier to communicate the research findings to change agents.
| Strategic science opportunities for eating disorders research
There are many areas where a Strategic Science approach might help advance research and policy action for eating disorders. One such area is research on industries that contribute to unhealthy environments that promote disturbed eating cognitions and behaviors. Examples include the diet-product, laxative, cosmetic surgery and procedures, fashion, and advertising industries. Policy change in these areas might require identifying and partnering with legal change agents, such as state attorneys general, who would have insight into the legal and scientific research needed to propose industry regulations. In a recent paper, Austin and colleagues describe a Strategic Science collaboration with a state representative and community partners to introduce a bill in Massachusetts to regulate the sale of dietary supplements to minors (Austin, Yu, Tran, & Mayer, 2016) . Ongoing collaboration with such change agents can inform additional research questions that need to be answered (e.g., the cost-effectiveness of such a bill, estimated number of lives it will save) to make progress and facilitate the communicating of emerging research findings back to those who can use them.
The field of eating disorders research and practice has also generated innovative policy ideas to improve unhealthy eating environments, but most are untested. For example, several countries have introduced policies placing a lower limit on the body mass index of runway models (Record & Austin, 2016) 
| A S K I N G S T R A T E G I C Q U E S TI ON S, NOT G E N E R A T I N G S T R A T E G I C A NS WER S
One potential objection to a Strategic Science approach is that scientists might have a policy agenda that affects objectivity. The emphasis in Strategic Science is to ask strategic questions, not to generate predefined answers or to necessarily engage in advocacy.
It means being committed to asking scientific questions to fill gaps in policy and sharing the results of the work with change agents, regardless of the findings. In our opinion, when research clearly points to reasonable, evidence-based policy ideas, it is hard to argue against scientists making that known to change agents. However, it is critical for scientists to clearly communicate the limitations and nuances of the work. There will of course be change agents who are motivated to confirm certain beliefs. Our job when doing this work is to ask policy-relevant questions with input from change agents and to objectively communicate the results back to them, regardless of what those results imply.
| C O NC LU S I O N
There are considerable opportunities for eating disorders research and practice to adopt a Strategic Science approach to research to inform evidence-based policy making. We believe more eating disorder scientists engaging in Strategic Science will generate momentum around new and innovative policy ideas and help close the scholarship-policy gap.
